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 Social media technologies offer substantial opportunities 
to public sector organizations for developing community-based 
partnerships by facilitating engagement with citizens. Yet, public 
sector social media adoption remains an under-researched 
phenomenon, which at least partially is attributed to the unique 
challenges and idiosyncrasies of public sector organizations. 
We take an analytical approach to examine qualitative evidence 
sourced from interviews with twenty-four local government 
organizations across Australia, and contribute to the existing body 
of knowledge. We induce a range of technological, organizational, 
and environmental factors that can impact on the social media 
adoption decisions in local government organizations. The 
interactions among these factors are also examined. In a dynamic 
environment where social media use is changing quickly, our 
findings about social media adoption factors can be useful to 
many stakeholders, including public sector adoption decision 
makers, social media and communication officers.   
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INTRODUCTION
Individual and organizational use of social media is rapidly 
growing. Approximately 250,000 individuals register daily to use 
social media applications such as Facebook [66]. It is estimated 
that by 2015, the number of individuals and organizations who 
have social networking accounts will exceed three billion [46]. 
The social media phenomenon is attracting interest in government 
organizations worldwide, including local government [4].  Social 
media is more than just a communication channel [60]. Used 
effectively, it can go beyond improving communication between 
public sector organizations with their audience. It can create 
opportunities for developing community-based partnerships by 
facilitating engagement with the public [49], by creating and 
maintaining, interactions and relationships [67] which have 
previously been hindered by time and distance restrictions [60]. 
Specifically, social media can help local government to become 
more responsive to its citizens, engage with the community and 
promote both accountability and transparency [1, 5]. It can also 
offer cost savings and flexibility [32] to both local government 
and citizens using it while providing opportunities for improving 
service delivery and obtaining community feedback effectively 
and efficiently [8, 34, 42].
Social media comprise interactive applications based on Web 
2.0 technology that enable interactions between or among Web 
users and enhance their ability to create and share information on 
the Web [6, 41]. Although social media and Web 2.0 are distinct 
concepts, they are used interchangeably. Web 2.0 represents 
a newer platform foundation of the Web which consists of 
technologies (e.g. Adobe Flash, RSS) to enable richer content to 
be published on the Web [41]. By contrast, social media refers 
to “activities, practices, and behaviors among communities of 
people who gather online to share information, knowledge, 
and opinions using conversational media” [49]. Social media 
applications can be broadly classified as forums and message 
boards, review and opinion sites, social networks (e.g. Facebook, 
LinkedIn), blogging and microblogging (e.g. Twitter), media 
sharing (e.g. YouTube), content syndication (e.g. RSS feeds), and 
podcasting (e.g. iTunes) [56]. 
The objective of this paper is to answer the following research 
questions: i) what factors influence the adoption of social media 
in local government organizations? and, ii) how do these factors 
factor interact with each other? The answers to these questions are 
important as they can extend current understanding of what drives 
public sector organizations to employ social media, which is an 
under-researched area [38, 60]. Thus, this study contributes by 
inducing specific environmental, organizational, and technology 
factors that can impact on social media adoption decisions in 
public sector organizations. It also contributes the inducing the 
interactions among the identified factors as local government 
organizations adopt social media.
There is an emerging trend of social media use in local 
government organizations which is attracting growing attention 
and interest. In pursuit of our aim, we focus on local government 
organizations in Australia. Approximately 62 percent of internet 
users in Australia have a social media presence, 97 percent of 
whom use social networking applications, with Facebook 
being the most popular [53]. The growth of social media use 
in Australia is changing the way people communicate and 
interact with each other and with both private and public sector 
organizations including local government [23, 45]. Recognizing 
the growing trends of social media use among Australians and the 
advantages that it can offer, an increasing number of Australian 
local government organizations are beginning to engage with the 
public by using social media in different ways [3]. This includes 
promoting events and activities, providing clarification on issues, 
issuing alerts, gaining community input and engaging with young 
adults [2, 23, 45]. Social media applications such as Twitter and 
Facebook were also used by local government to inform and 
update residents during the 2011 natural disasters; the Queensland 
floods and cyclone Yassi [2]. 
In this paper, we first review existing literature and identify 
the research gap before discussing prior technology adoption 
research. Subsequently, we explain the method, present our 
findings, and highlight managerial implications before discussing 
limitations and future research directions.
RESEARCH GAP
By facilitating user-participation and user-generated content 
[62] social media provides substantial opportunities for users 
to become involved with public sector organizations [65, 66]. 
However, current understanding concerning why public sector 
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organizations adopt social media is sparse. This is due to 
limited organizational-level research on social media adoption 
and research focusing on the unique characteristics of public 
sector organizations [38]. Despite the growing number of 
local government organizations participating in social media 
implementations and federal government investment in terms 
of financial and organizational resources to improve social 
media initiatives [57], the uptake by Australian government 
organizations, including local government, has not been 
commensurate with private sector developments [51]. In a survey 
conducted with 235 local governments across Australia [45], only 
25 percent of the local government organizations were identified 
as social media users and only six percent of local government 
organizations were identified as extensive social media users. 
Another recent survey of 560 local government organization 
websites found that many websites are still based on one-way 
interaction designs and only 82 local government organizations 
had social media applications promoted on their websites [23].
Like other ICT projects, adoption of social media by 
government requires organizational change to culture, people, 
structure and processes if effective results are to be accomplished 
[11, 13]. According to Osimo [42], government organizations need 
to have a clear social media strategy to ensure the success of social 
media initiatives. Thus, to take advantage of the full potential of 
social media, a systematic approach is needed to identify the key 
determinants that influence successful adoption. Although various 
studies [8, 36, 68, 23, 42, 45] exist concerning social media use 
to enhance service delivery and the many benefits they can offer, 
there is agreement among scholars that their adoption across local 
government remains under-researched [37, 38, 68]. Specifically, 
only limited studies have been found that can improve the 
understanding of the factors that drive social media adoption. 
Notably, James and Clarke [26] explored the factors for designing 
social media applications for Australian local government while 
Purser [45] focused on exploring the benefits, risks and barriers of 
using social media in Australian local government and identified 
areas where social media could be used effectively. Samuel [51] 
outlines a number of deterrents which may make government 
organizations in Australia unwilling to embrace social media. In 
Japan, Schellong [52] explored the effect of social networking 
services in improving re-building communities during natural 
disasters, including emergency management during earthquakes. 
In Canada and the US, Wigand [68] focused on exploring social 
media adoption in local government in delivering information and 
services. While these studies focused on the types and patterns 
of social media that can be used in local government including 
the benefits and challenges of using such technology, they have 
ignored the factors that can drive social media adoption in 
these organizations. This represents a gap in the existing body 
of knowledge. Given the unique nature of social media [41], its 
differences to ICTs and Web technologies generally [10], further 
research is required to enhance current understanding of social 
media adoption.
Furthermore, there are stark differences between public sector 
organizations (including local government) and private sector 
firms. This means that extant technology adoption research may 
not be readily applicable for explaining social media adoption 
in local government organizations. These differences may affect 
the manner in which social media adoption unfolds in these 
organizations. First, public and private sector organizations 
have different strategic and operational goals. The primary 
goal of private sector firms is profit maximization while public 
sector organizations generally have multiple goals including 
providing better public services such as education, healthcare, 
transport and urbanization [7]. Additionally, unlike public 
organizations, those operating in the private sector are typically 
driven by economic considerations, including profit taking [28]. 
Public sector organizations also operate in an environment with 
little or no competitive pressure relative to private sector firms. 
Consequently, the former may face less pressure to be efficient 
than the latter. Managers in the private sector may be motivated 
by direct monetary incentives (e.g. performance-based bonuses) 
which may not necessarily be provided to managers in public 
sector organizations [7]. Others have confirmed that private sector 
organizations invest more resources into ICTs compared to the 
public sector [47]. This is because the private sector views ICT as 
an important enabler for enhancing their competitive advantage 
which may not be as critical for public sector organizations given 
that they operate like a monopoly for most public services. In fact, 
unlike private sector organizations, public sector organizations 
are generally known to adopt innovations reactively due to a 
bureaucratic culture. That is, public sector organizations generally 
introduce innovations reactively, in that they wait for evidence to 
become available to justify their adoption decisions. Additionally, 
due to budget timing restrictions, public sector organizations may 
be subject to the temporal constraints of public sector budgeting 
cycles which in turn may be dictated by political influences or 
periodic changes in program priorities and top-level management 
[61]. Finally, there is evidence suggesting that technologies 
in the non-for-profit sector, including public sector, or those 
that contribute to the public good often “have greater diffusion 
difficulties” [35, p. 388] which need to be addressed in future 
research. Taken together, these reasons suggest that technology 
adoption models developed for the private sector cannot be 
automatically applied to public sector organizations [22, 35]. 
There is widespread agreement that factors that drive 
technology adoption depend on the nature and type of the 
technology itself and the domain in which adoption occurs. 
This suggests that no one-size-fits-all approach can be adopted 
across technologies and domains and that factors that drive the 
adoption of specific technologies, including social media, require 
specific clarification [12, 17]. This is consistent with criticism of 
existing technology adoption research according to which “[t]he 
search for a universalistic theory may be inappropriate given the 
fundamental differences that exist across innovation types.” [17, 
p. 1422].
PRIOR TECHNOLOGY ADOPTION RESEARCH
A common approach in technology adoption research entails 
identifying contingency factors that affect adoption decisions in 
organizations [19]. Underpinned by contingency theory [38] such 
an approach focuses on factors that can explain organizational 
adoption outcomes, and are commonly classified into three broad 
categories, namely technology, organization, and environment 
[16]. These broad categories can be instructive and facilitate 
the identification of relevant variables. DePietro et al. [16] have 
proposed a useful technology-organization-environment (TOE) 
framework that can be used for the structured and inductive 
analysis of technology adoption in organizations. It helps 
distinguish between the intrinsic technology characteristics, 
organizational capabilities and motivations, and broader 
environmental dimensions that impact on organizational adopters 
[14]. Specifically, the DePietro et al., [16] framework suggests 
that decisions to adopt new technologies in organizations are 
shaped by the influence and interaction of three categories of 
generic TOE factors.
The technology context focuses on the manner in which 
technology characteristics can influence adoption [16]. The 
context emphasis relates to the potential realization of benefits 
and existing organizational adoption capability [54]. Adopters 
assess the characteristics of technologies in terms of “possible 
gains and barriers” [9, p. 6]. Gains refer to the benefits 
organizations expect to receive upon adoption and include 
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increased levels of service quality and efficiency [39]. Barriers 
include technology complexity and the extent of its compatibility 
with an organization’s technology competency, existing 
infrastructure and legacy systems [55]. The manner in which 
innovation opportunities are exploited by organizations depends 
on the degree of match between technology characteristics and 
practices with the technological infrastructure currently adopted 
in organizations [9].
The organizational context captures inherent organizational 
characteristics that may facilitate or inhibit adoption, including 
structures, processes, and resources [16, 54]. A supporting 
organizational setting including a skilled workforce can be critical 
for successful technology adoption. The greater the support from 
top management, the easier it will be for adopters to overcome 
adoption difficulties [18].
The environmental context represents the setting where 
adopting organizations operate, and includes industry 
characteristics, government regulation, and supporting 
infrastructure [16, 54]. These factors can both present 
opportunities to encourage organizations to, or inhibit them from 
adopting technology. If technology is to be adopted information 
about it must be available to prospective adopters [18, 48]. For 
example, an environment with success stories can be conducive 
to technology adoption as every successful adoption leads to 
prospective adopters considering it [48].  
An extensive review of extant research reveals that the TOE 
framework has been used in many studies for investigating 
technology adoption in private sector organizations in different 
settings and domains. The main studies found have been 
summarized in Table 1. 
Table 1 shows that while the TOE framework has been 
widely used by researchers to investigate technology adoption, 
technology adoption itself can be complex and context-sensitive 
[48]. This is clear as the specific technology, organization, and 
environment factors impacting on adoption vary across domains 
and applications which render existing research and findings 
less relevant to the case of public sector adoption of social 
media. Given the domain-dependent factor variability and the 
idiosyncrasies of innovation settings it is reasonable to expect 
that different factors might operate in different ways in relation to 
the adoption of social media in public sector organizations. This 
suggests that further research is required to better understand this 
under-researched phenomenon. 
DATA COLLECTION AND ANALYSIS
With an exploratory objective, this study employs qualitative 
data as the main source of evidence. Data were collected using 
semi-structured face-to-face and phone interviews. Interviewing 
can be a powerful data collection technique because of its 
flexibility and ability to help source in-depth and rich information 
for exploring and understanding respondents’ viewpoints [24]. In 
this study, interviewees from 24 local government organizations 
across Australia that have adopted social media were interviewed. 
The interviews were conducted in 2012. Judgment sampling 
was used to select local government organizations in order to 
obtain a good representation and productive participation from 
across Australia including metropolitan and rural locations. 
Innovative local government organizations using social media 
were identified by consultation with the Australian Centre of 
TABLE 1: TOE Use in Technology Adoption Research
 References Technological   Factors impacting on technology adoption
  application Technological Organizational Environmental
[33]  Cloud Computing Relative advantage Top management  Competitive
    support, firm size pressure, trading 
     partner pressure
[25, 29]  EDI Perceived benefits  Organizational  External pressure
    readiness  
[15, 20, 69] Internet and World  Perceived benefits Firm size, Mimetic pressure,
  Wide Web  organizational  faddishness
    readiness external pressure
[21, 59, 72] E-Business Perceived benefits,  Firm scope and size Competitive
   technology competence,   pressure, consumer
   technology resources  pressure, external 
     pressure, 
     government 
     regulation
[64]  Radio Frequency  Compatibility Firm size Competitive and
  Identification   trading partner 
     pressure
[63]  Rosetta Net  Technology readiness,  Relational trust
  Interorganizational  standards uncertainty, 
  Business Process  process compatibility,
  Standard (IBPS) expected benefits
[50]  Web 2.0 platform Open architectures, and  Organization size Knowledge
   industry   intensity
[43]  Social Media  Relative advantage,  Top management Mimetic and
   compatibility  support normative pressures
[71]  Virtual worlds   Mimetic, coercive 
     and normative 
     pressures
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Local Government Excellence (ACELG) and by analyzing 
relevant web sites. Selection of interviewees was based on their 
involvement with the development and implementation of social 
media within their organization. Typically interviewees were 
knowledgeable about adoption decisions, fulfilled public relations 
roles, communication or social media officers, and were highly 
involved in introducing and implementing social media in their 
organizations. Snowballing was also used to identify interviewees 
by asking for referrals to other local government organizations 
that were known to have used social media effectively. Table 2 
summarizes the interviewees that participated and their role.
The interview questions focused on topics such as current use 
of social media, objectives for adopting social media, benefits of 
using social media, characteristics of social media applications 
used, organizational support, community expectations and 
influence from other parties.
Data analysis and interpretation were carried out in three 
stages which informed each other iteratively, namely: (i) data 
reduction, (ii) data display, and (iii) conclusion drawing and 
verification. With data reduction, data summaries, clusters and 
codes were developed that provided the basis for data display. 
Plausible themes and patterns in the collected data were identified 
without attempting to impose them prior to data collection [27]. 
Data belonging to emerging themes were incrementally reduced 
by way of condensing, and clustering and conceptual grouping 
[24]. Subsequently, conclusions were drawn and verification 
undertaken. That is, after themes and patterns were identified 
inductively, we verified and triangulated them in order to confirm 
the findings [24]. To elicit meaning and interpretations data were 
read multiple times, shifting frequently between the general and 
the specific, to carefully generate higher-order generalisations. 
This entailed inductive analyses as to how specific elements 
might influence general social media adoption in Australia. In 
the process, the structure and analysis of findings were amended 
iteratively until a coherent account of the phenomena represented 
in the data could be developed [24].
Construct validity has been adequately addressed by using 
multiple sources of information [70]. Primary data were collected 
from interviews and secondary data from local government 
organization websites and relevant white papers. While one of the 
investigators carried out the interviews, all three participated in 
data analysis, thereby reducing the potential bias that is commonly 
cited as a limitation of qualitative information sources, thereby 
strengthening triangulation even further [70]. Validity was further 
addressed by carrying out follow up interviews to clarify unclear 
issues and gain a more in-depth understanding to increase rigor 
in the findings. These measures have enhanced the reliability of 
this research.
RESULTS
In this section, we discuss technology, organization, and 
environment context factors as well as how these impact on social 
media adoption in Australian local government. Our discussion 
is structured on the basis of the TOE framework proposed by 
DePietro et al. [16] (Figure 1). The impact of each factor on the 
adoption decision is shown as enabling (+) or inhibiting (-).
Technology context
Perceived benefits were consistently identified as one of the 
most important factors influencing social media adoption. The 
benefits that were discussed in relation to this factor include ease 
of access to information, instant communication, low maintenance 
and operational costs and the ability to create two-way interaction 
with the community. Interactions with the community included 
promoting local activities, disseminating information for weather 
warnings and other emergency issues, correcting misinformation 
and engaging with the community on a range of issues. These 
benefits were expected to help build better communication with 
the community including a wider reach, particularly with youth 
groups that are highly engaged with social media:
Well basically it’s an approach for the council [i.e. local 
government organization] to engage with as many communities 
TABLE 2.  Interviewees
 Australian State Interviewee ID Role
 South Australia (SA) SA1 Communication officer
  SA2 Communication officer
  SA3 Manager Governance and Planning
  SA4 Communication officer
  SA5 Communication officer
  SA6 Communication officer
  SA7 Communication officer
 Victoria (VIC) VIC8 Communication officer
  VIC9 Communication officer
  VIC10 Social media officer
  VIC11 Manager Communication
  VIC12 Journalist
  VIC13 Communication officer
 New South Wales (NSW) NSW14 Communication officer
  NSW15 Communication officer
  NSW16 Public relation officer
  NSW17 Communication officer
 Tasmania (TAS) TAS18 Communication officer
  TAS19 Communication officer
 Queensland (QLD) QLD20 Social media officer
  QLD21 Communication officer
  QLD22 Communication officer
 Western Australia (WA) WA23 Communication officer
  WA24 Communication officer
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as possible, to feed them with information that they seek and get 
feedback from them. So I think social media has the capabilities 
to deliver our messages quickly and it is also another means for 
us to get instant feedback. (QLD20)
Interviewees overwhelmingly agreed that these perceived 
benefits have actualized in practice as evidenced below:
We have a lot of positive impacts. We surely get a lot of positive 
feedback from the community about how we handle some requests 
and complaints in the channel. We also won 3 or 4 awards about 
our social media use during the floods… the community really 
appreciates what we are doing to reach them. (QLD20)
… the positive impact is mainly in the quality of relationship 
that we have with the community. (SA1)
Perceived risk is the fear that negative comments could 
be aired publicly by unauthorized parties. Interviewees were 
concerned that individuals might post negative remarks, such as 
racist or disparaging comments towards local government which 
may harm the organization’s reputation. For example:
… there is a lot of potential problems that we could see 
emerging, such as people misusing it. (NSW14) 
Furthermore, fear of illegal breaches into the organization’s 
network from spyware, viruses and malware were also perceived 
as risks. Breaches could also be caused by irresponsible use 
of social media by employees (e.g. malicious code through 
Facebook). 
Compatibility of social media with current local government 
information technology infrastructure as well as compatibility 
with mobile devices used by the public played an important role 
in influencing local government decisions for adopting social 
media. To a large extent this is because no additional or minimal 
investment would be needed for installing new devices and 
applications given that social media can be used in the existing 
local government infrastructure:
…the use of social media here is driven by the fact that it 
does not require any specific servers or dedicated technical 
resources…(QLD20).
Organizational context
Management drive was considered to be one of the key 
factors in driving social media adoption. Interviewees agreed that 
a critical factor for ensuring effective social media adoption is for 
management to actively encourage staff to explore and use social 
media and provide appropriate supporting resources:
Our CEO also is very passionate in communicating online. 
When we get that support from the top and an expectation from 
the top that we keep up to speed with everybody, then that was the 
directive that we need to follow. (VIC10)
Social media policies were emphasized by many as playing 
an important role in affecting social media decisions in local 
government. To provide a clear supporting framework for users it 
is important to have social media policies for handling legal issues 
and guidelines for use by both local government employees and 
external users. Some interviewees argued that their organizations 
may be unable to take full advantage of social media benefits 
without adequate policies:
… the biggest challenge was the policies and guidelines in the 
organization and deciding how social media should be adopted 
and who should be able to use it, how strict we should be with it. 
(TAS18)
Degree of formalization specifies the extent to which 
procedures for using social media and handling risk are clearly 
specified. This was found to play an important role in influencing 
social media adoption decisions in local government. Proper 
documentation, specific rules and procedures were perceived 
to assist employees to use social media effectively, potentially 
leading to better outcomes:
We have been working on implementing social media policy 
and procedures before we launch fully into social media. (SA7)
Environmental context
Community demand influences were perceived to be a major 
driver of social media adoption. There was general agreement that 
the increasing use of social media by the community had raised 
the need for local government organizations to also be able to 
communicate with and respond to the community by using social 
media in addition to existing communication channels:
The main thing from the council’s [i.e. local government 
organization’s] perspective is to be responsive to the needs of 
the community. The community these days expects to be able to 
communicate in a whole lot of different ways. (VIC11)
We see it as a step forward for us to follow the train, to catch 
up with what people use. (QLD21) 
Bandwagon effect refers to the impact of success stories from 
local government organizations that had adopted social media on 
those that were considering adopting social media. Those that had 
been successful in implementing social media and allowing their 
benefits to be observed in practice can create a bandwagon effect 
that can influence adoption decisions by other local councils:
We do keep an eye on what other councils [local government 
organizations] are doing [on social media]. (VIC11)
One of the reasons why our council [local government 
organization] wants to get involved is because everyone [refers 
to local government organizations] is using it. We don’t want to 
be left behind. (VIC13)
Faddishness influencing the adoption decisions was supported 
by most interviewees. They argued that the decision to use 
social media was at least partially influenced by the trendiness 
of social media as a communication medium. Specifically, local 
government organizations did not want to be perceived by their 
citizens to be backward in relation to technology adoption. While 
faddishness featured in the data as an influencing factor, social 
media were used in various ways across organizations with some 
using social media for one-way dissemination of information 
whereas others as a medium to interact with citizens.
DISCUSSION
Identifying the factors that can impact on the adoption of 

















Perceived benefits (+) 
Perceived risk (-) 
Compatibility (+) 
Organizational context 
Management drive (+) 
Social media policies (+) 
Degree of formalization (+) 
Environment context 
Community demand (+) 
Bandwagon pressure (+) 
Faddishness (+) 
Social media adoption 
decision-making 
FIGURE 1. Social Media Adoption in Australian Local Government
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of our research questions. That is, what factors influence the 
adoption of social media in local government organizations? 
However, we found that the adoption of social media in public 
sector organizations can be complex and that the identified factors 
can also interact with each another as social media adoption 
unfolds. The complex interactions and influences among these 
factors can be induced from the collected data, which helps 
address our second research question. That is, how do identified 
factors interact with each other?
Specifically, we found that, taken together, technology factors, 
including perceived benefits and perceived risk jointly impact on 
management drive in relation to social media adoption across 
local government in Australia. For example:
The councillors and general manager had decided to try 
social media to improve communication and they decided that 
social media will be part of the plan. (SA1) 
Likewise, perceived risk negatively impacted on management 
drive because “they [management] are afraid of the risks and 
negative implications” (SA4). SA1 supports this argument by 
stating that:
The general manager’s main concern is what’s going to 
happen when things go wrong. For example, say someone puts a 
racist remark, or one of our staff put something inappropriate on 
our Facebook page. (SA1)
Interviewees overwhelmingly argued that perceived risks 
have driven the development of social media policies which have 
subsequently been operationalized in the form of formalized 
operating procedures. In fact, our 
evidence suggests that there is 
a cyclical relationship between 
management drive, social media 
policy and perceived risk: 
One big issue, and this is why we 
take quite a long time to implement 
it apart from the policy, was we had 
to mitigate the risks and we feel a bit 
worried because of viruses that will 
attack our computer system. (NSW14) 
VIC12 extended this argument by 
stating that:
The CEO is quite keen for us to 
be involved and we have a corporate 
management team which includes 4 
directors, … the directors approved 
the final [policy] application for 
social media pages in their areas. 
(VIC12) 
We also found that the relationship 
between social media policy and 
perceived security is mediated 
by the degree of formalization in 
local government organizations. 
Interviewees unanimously recognized 
the role of formalized procedures. 
For example: 
When we have the guidelines, 
it simply describes what can and 
can’t be done in the social media 
channel, how to handle negative 
comments and racist remarks, for 
example. Things like this surely help 
in building confidence to the staff as 
well as management. (SA3)
The development of clear 
and formalized procedures was 
instrumental for social media 
adoption in local government. 
Specifically, highly formalized social media procedures were 
perceived by adopters to be important in enhancing social media 
user confidence in relation to the appropriate handling of risks 
potentially threatening social media use. With highly formalized 
procedures management felt they were in a stronger position to 
drive social media adoption. For example, interviewees suggested 
that lack of such formalization could have inhibiting impacts on 
social media adoption because:
If we are too dedicated without the policy and strategies ready, 
we’re going to get ourselves into trouble. (WA24)
It is evident from our data that bandwagon pressure from peer 
local government organizations and community demand mediate 
the impact of faddishness on perceived benefits. Pressure is felt 
from citizens for local government organizations to interact in 
their terms by using social media. Likewise, local government 
organizations also feel they should be realizing the social media 
benefits that other successfully adopting local government 
organizations are experiencing. This is evidenced by:  
We do see other councils [local government organizations] on 
how they are using it [social media] to reap benefits, so that sort 
of impacted on why we should take it up. (QLD22)
The argument above was further supported by interviewees as 
exemplified below:
The general trend I guess is to use technology and utilize all 
those smart phones and devices to talk to each other and get their 
news and information and we’re jumping on the bandwagon. 
(SA5)
FIGURE 2. Interactions of Factors Impacting Social Media Adoption
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Now, the audience expects engagement, if we don’t engage 
with people, we will get complaints. (NSW15)
Most interviewees also indicated that perceived benefits also 
mediate the effect of compatibility on management drive, in that 
social media benefits can be easily accessible by local government 
organizations if existing technology can be effectively leveraged 
without much additional investment. Interviewees unanimously 
agreed that compatibility, as a result, strengthens the business 
case for using social media, thereby making management more 
inclined to support and drive social media initiatives:
Council [local government organization] has embraced social 
media with almost no extra resources as it can be used with little 
effort in training and no additional hardware or software needed. 
We incorporate it in our normal businesses routine and daily 
operations just by doing it smart. (VIC9)
We summarize these interactions by using a concept map 
(Figure 2) [40] which illustrates the proposed interrelatedness 
among the identified factors, their influences and interactions 
noted during social media adoption among local government 
organizations in Australia. In Figure 2, technology factors are 
featured as rectangular shapes, whereas organizational and 
environmental context factors are represented with rounded 
rectangles and ovals, respectively. The arrows which represent 
linking propositions to identify relationships are also labelled.
By providing an inductive analysis of factor interactions, we 
are directly responding to criticism of organizational technology 
adoption factor-based frameworks, including the TOE, concerning 
their limitation of ignoring complex interactions among factors 
that constitute innovation adoption configurations [18]. While we 
acknowledge that the proposed relationships featured in Figure 2 
are not exhaustive, we call for research to assess in further depth 
the extent to which the identified linking propositions hold in 
different settings.
CONTRIBUTION AND IMPLICATIONS
With this study we contribute to the existing body of knowledge 
by improving current understanding of social media adoption in 
public sector organizations, which is an under-researched area. 
By employing the TOE framework as an inductive analytical 
tool, and qualitative evidence sourced from interviews with local 
government organizations across Australia, we induce specific 
environmental, organizational, and technology factors that can 
impact on adoption decisions. We also induce the interactions 
among these factors and the manner in which these unfold as 
local government organizations adopt social media. In doing 
so, we address both of our research questions, namely: i) what 
factors influence the adoption of social media in local government 
organizations? and, ii) how do these factors factor interact with 
each other?
Specifically, we find that champions that drive adoption 
initiatives need to demonstrate the benefits that social media 
can offer to public sector organizations and the manner in which 
perceived risk can be mitigated if positive adoption decisions are 
to be made. Compatibility between social media applications 
and existing infrastructure and applications is also an important 
factor that could minimize costly customizations and investment, 
ultimately contributing towards strengthening of the business 
case for social media adoption in local government in Australia. 
Beyond management support, a factor that features in traditional 
information systems adoption research, management drive is 
crucial for both driving adoption initiatives and ensuring that the 
necessary resources are provided in sustaining adoption efforts. 
The need for high-level policy backing and formalized specific 
lower level operational procedures concerning social media use 
are critically necessary for social media adoption also. These 
are both perceived to be an important measure of explaining to 
employees the acceptable ways in which social media could be 
used in local government while also providing the necessary risk 
mitigation guidelines for handling threats as they occur. Wider 
environmental context factors can have a deep impact on social 
media adoption outcomes in local government organizations 
in Australia. Demand from citizens, and image pressures, that 
is, the need to be perceived as being up-to-date in relation to 
technology adoption by citizens, are key environmental context 
factors impacting on adoption. Image pressures are specifically 
viewed to take the form of pressures to keep up with trends and 
with innovative peer local government organizations that have 
successfully adopted social media.
In extending current understanding of social media adoption in 
public sector organizations, this study employs the experience of 
various participating local government organizations in Australia. 
We acknowledge that a limitation is that the social media adoption 
factors found and examined are based on only 24 interviews in 
local government organizations, thereby providing potentially 
limited insight for conducting statistical generalization to the 
wider public sector in Australia. However, given the exploratory 
nature of this study, statistical generalization was not an objective. 
We have sourced rich data from a wide range of participating 
public sector organizations and we can thus, generalize from 
our findings to the broader theory while also extending extant 
technology adoption literature [30, 31, 44]. Nevertheless, we 
call for further research to examine social media adoption from 
other additional Australian and non-Australian public sector 
organizations to confirm (or refute) our findings.
With the wide range of participating organizations and the rich 
nature of collected data, managerial implications can be derived. 
For instance, our findings may be useful to change agents within 
public sector organizations (e.g. decision-makers, social media 
adoption champions) to inform their business cases capturing 
the identified factors to support social media adoption [58]. That 
is, knowing adoption factors and how they interact, decision-
makers will be in a better position to improve future social media 
adoption in the public sector. This can also help them in shaping 
adoption strategies for achieving all round positive outcomes.
CONCLUSION
Social media use is becoming so pervasive that local 
government organizations need to strategically adopt and use it 
to their advantage [60]. This study has aimed at advancing extant 
sparse knowledge relating to the public sector adoption of social 
media by proposing a framework that accounts for technological, 
organizational, and environmental context factors and examining 
their interactions. It also offers insight that can shape social 
media adoption decisions in public sector organizations. While 
this study contributes to the existing literature, like others, it also 
suffers from some limitations which can be addressed in future 
research.
While this study focuses on adoption, it ignores the manner 
in which public sector organizations are using social media to 
foster relationships with citizens. That is, little is known about 
how public sector organizations are using social media to 
support their objectives and cultivate relationships with citizens 
[66]. As a corollary to this, it is important to investigate the 
strategies that are currently being used by local government to 
strengthen relationships with their citizens and the manner in 
which these strategies evolve overtime. Additionally, at present, 
extant literature describes social media benefits anecdotally. 
Quantitative measures to assess or quantify social media impact 
on public sector operations are also needed. Extending this, case 
studies could be used to help explain why some social media 
initiatives have been successful and effective whereas others have 
failed [66].
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The investigation of social media in public sector organizations 
is a dynamic arena that can potentially ‘change the game’ as 
organizations capitalize on the opportunities that it offers [38].
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